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For my mum





‘But a mermaid has no tears, and therefore she suffers so much more.’

HANS CHRISTIAN ANDERSEN,

‘The Little Mermaid’








CHAPTER ONE

DCS Kat Frank’s home, Coleshill, Warwickshire,

31 October, 3.32pm

Kat stared at her front door, afraid of the ghosts behind it.

‘You okay?’ Professor Adaiba Okonedo asked.

She turned to look at the younger woman, noting the way her eyes kept darting to the side of her house. Kat shouldn’t have let her come. She should have borne this day alone, despite what her boss McLeish had said.

‘You’ve been holed up in a hotel for nearly six months,’ he’d warned, as if she hadn’t counted each one of those soulless days and overheated nights. ‘You’re not just going home, Kat. You’re returning to the scene of a crime where you experienced significant trauma.’

She’d raised her eyebrows at that one. The only time her boss talked about ‘trauma’ was when his beloved Villa lost to the Blues.

‘I’ve been on a course,’ he’d confessed. ‘Apparently, I’ve got to learn to “sit with” rather than shit out my emotions.’

They’d both laughed at that, which had helped her feel like this might be manageable. Survivable.

After all, it seemed she was good at surviving. First the death of her husband, and now this. People often praised her for it, as if surviving was something to be proud of. But Kat knew the only things that defined those who survived were those who did not. And this knowledge was a shameful weight on her heart.

Tucking away the thought, she took a deep breath of the cool autumn air and pushed her key into the lock.

The key refused to turn.

‘Extreme heat causes thermal expansion, which can lead to warping, swelling or shrinkage,’ Adaiba explained. ‘They had to replace the door, so the lock might be a bit stiff.’

Kat was about to tease the professor for her typically scientific explanation, but seeing her tight, pinched face, she said nothing and tried again.

The door swung open, and the two women stood at the gaping mouth of the hall.

She saw herself running down the hallway, wrenching open the door. Felt the thick, tight arms of McLeish as the world exploded about them; heard Adaiba screaming over and over again: Rayan! Rayan! Rayan!

Not now, she ordered herself, stooping to pick up the post that littered the dusty floor. She made her way down the hallway, coldness emanating from walls that hadn’t been heated for too long. Everything was exactly the same and yet so, so different. There were no coats hanging on the end of the staircase; no shoes jumbled up in the rack or boxes waiting to be unpacked. The clutter that used to irritate her so much had all been lost in the fire. It made the hallway look cleaner and bigger, but the house felt less like home.

She carried on towards the kitchen, where again there was a sticky new door that she had to tug open, before clasping a hand to her mouth. Oh. Kat knew how hard the workmen had tried to replicate how it’d been before, but somehow, that was all her kitchen looked like now: a replica of reality. The cream units were too creamy, the kitchen island too large and the oven (oh my God, the oven) was now a bright shiny silver rather than the dull steel of before.

It didn’t matter, she told herself. It was only fixtures and fittings. Yet the bar stools had once borne the weight of her late husband; his hands had touched every plate and bowl. Each one a memory. All of them gone.

She blinked and turned to where Adaiba stood staring out of the conservatory window, fingertips pressed against the clear new glass. Taking a deep breath, Kat crossed the room and stood beside the other woman. She didn’t ask her if she was okay, because of course she wasn’t. ‘Would you like to go outside?’ was all she offered.

Adaiba hesitated, her fast and shallow breathing clouding the glass before her. ‘I thought I did. But I think… maybe next time, if that’s okay?’

‘Of course it is.’

In the silence that followed, they both stared through their own reflections to where, according to the investigation report, DI Rayan Hassan had last stood. But the side alley was completely empty now, save for a trail of autumn leaves.

Dr Edwards had assured Kat that the impact of the explosion would have killed her DI instantly, that he wouldn’t have felt a thing. She hoped that was true. But in her dreams, she saw Rayan flying on his back through the air, his face a tangle of confusion and hope, before she woke with a sickening thud.

She pushed the image away and focused on the woman beside her. Kat knew from her own experience that at times like this, there were no ‘right’ words, yet still she felt the need to say something. Carefully, she placed a gentle hand on Adaiba’s back. ‘Someone once told me that you never get over losing someone,’ she said. ‘But you do get used to it. I am not sure if it helps, but I’ve found it to be true.’

Adaiba’s eyes welled with tears. ‘It’s been nearly six months, but I still feel like it’s turned me inside out. I don’t know why. It’s not like we were in a proper relationship or anything. We never even—’ She broke off. Swallowed. ‘I’m sorry. It’s nothing compared to what you’ve been through. I can’t imagine what it must have been like to lose your husband after all those years together.’

Kat shook her head. ‘There’s no hierarchy in grief. And there are different types of loss. At least I had twenty-five years with John. But you never got to find out what you and Rayan would have been like together. You lost what might have been, what should have been. And that must hurt most of all.’

Kat knew that Adaiba was consumed with regret: regret that she had tried so hard not to fall for Rayan just because he was a police officer; regret that she’d denied her growing feelings for him; but most of all, regret for not accepting his invitation to dinner the terrible night that he died. ‘Another time,’ she’d said, not realising that there is no other time, only now. But Kat didn’t say any of this. She just gently rubbed Adaiba’s back until the tears no longer fell.

‘I’m sorry,’ Adaiba said eventually, dabbing her eyes with tissues.

‘Never apologise for grieving,’ said Kat. ‘It’s what makes us human.’

Adaiba sniffed away the last of her tears and removed a small black box from her leather shoulder bag. ‘Speaking of which,’ she said with the firmness of someone who wants to change the subject, ‘I’ve finished all the upgrades to Lock’s software to comply with the recommendations of the review.’

AIDE Lock was an Artificially Intelligent Detecting Entity powered by AI, which, according to its creator, Professor Adaiba Okonedo, was capable of Deep Learning. The software was located in a small steel wristband lined with LiDAR sensors that provided Lock with a constant supply of geospatial data and projected a 3D holographic representation of himself. Adaiba believed that the hologram helped humans find the experience of working with an AIDE more immersive and convincing, but in Kat’s opinion, the problem was that Lock could be too convincing. It was sometimes easy to forget that he was just a machine: nothing more than a projection of light.

Adaiba opened up the black box and held out the steel bracelet.

Kat hesitated. Initially she had been sceptical – hostile, even – about the suggestion that a machine might be capable of being a detective. Solving a crime wasn’t like solving a puzzle with logic, rules and reason. ‘Every time we investigate a crime,’ she’d argued, ‘we are trying to solve the mysteries of the human heart.’ Lock might be able to consume vast amounts of data in mere seconds, but Kat believed that often, the truth is revealed not in what’s said, but what is not. And sometimes it wasn’t about words at all: it was what she saw in someone’s eyes, what she felt deep down in her gut.

But after the initial pilot, Kat had begrudgingly accepted that her ‘gut instinct’ could sometimes be an assumption or sympathy that distorted the truth, and that Lock’s unrelenting logic – which was mostly bloody annoying – could occasionally provide some useful insights or challenges. Twice now, he had proved to be remarkably loyal, saving both her son and more recently her, just when she’d thought all was lost. She had started to think of him as a colleague – even, perhaps, as a friend.

But that was before the explosion.

Kat shivered and nodded towards the counter. ‘Just leave it there for now. I’ll put it on later.’

Adaiba frowned. ‘You’re not still worried about Lock, are you? You know the investigation cleared him. It concluded that the fault lay with me, for not building the need to preserve all of human life into Lock’s core programme, and with McLeish for not including any caveats in his instructions.’

‘I know,’ said Kat, avoiding her eyes.

‘When McLeish told Lock to do “whatever it took” to get you out of here alive, Lock took it literally, because Lock is a machine, Kat. He didn’t consider the impact of an explosion on Rayan because he wasn’t asked to.’

‘And Peter,’ Kat added. He might have been her captor, but she believed that every death was a tragedy. ‘Two men lost their lives that day because of Lock.’

‘No, not because of Lock. A machine can’t be held accountable for its actions, but its creator can. If you want to blame someone for what happened, then blame me.’

‘But they’re not taking any action against you, right?’

‘No.’ Adaiba sighed, and maybe Kat was imagining it, but she sounded disappointed that she wasn’t being punished. ‘But to maintain government funding, I’ve had to agree to my work being overseen by a strategic oversight board. They’ve developed a set of operating principles to underpin Lock’s algorithms, to ensure his decisions are governed by the need to preserve all human life.’

‘Well, that’s good, isn’t it?’

‘I guess so, but it means I can’t access or amend his protocols by myself anymore – all changes have to be agreed by the board. And although my team have more or less resolved all the technical issues with a synthetic body, we can’t start testing it with Lock until the AI Bill is passed. Even the Science, Innovation and Technology Committee has got involved. Some of the MPs are concerned about the idea of police robots, which is why there’s a hearing next week.’

‘Maybe they’ve got a point,’ Kat couldn’t help saying.

Adaiba frowned. ‘Why are you so worried about Lock getting a body?’

‘I don’t know. Just the fact that he wants one unnerves me.’

‘Lock can’t “want” anything. He is just a machine, and because he has been programmed to succeed in the tasks he is set, Lock has worked out that the chances of success will be increased if he has a material presence.’

Kat shook her head. ‘No, it’s more than that. Ever since Ellie Baxter died, the lack of a body has really bothered him, and… well… I just worry that you’re going along with it because Lock’s persuaded you that if he’d had a body, then Rayan wouldn’t have died.’

Adaiba turned away before continuing. ‘You’re still making the mistake of imposing your own human thoughts and feelings onto a machine. Believe me, Lock can’t be “bothered” by anything. Your unease about him having a body is about you and your fears. Not his.’

‘Maybe.’

‘Definitely. Look, there’s a mandatory training package now for everyone who works with Lock, to make sure any requests or orders contain sufficient caveats and align with his new operating principles. It might allay some of your concerns if you work through that. Even McLeish had to do it.’

‘Blimey. I bet he loved that.’

‘Not really. But everyone has to do it, Kat. Even you. If you switch him on now, I could take you through it. It won’t take long.’

Kat pulled a face. ‘I’ll do it later. I need to get used to being home first.’ She glanced at the hallway and the front room beyond. Somehow, she had to build up the courage to go in there again.

Adaiba’s face softened. ‘Do you want me to stay while you settle in?’

‘No, I’m fine. Or at least, I will be. It was really good of you to come with me before we start back at work tomorrow, but I think I need to be on my own now, if that’s okay?’

‘Of course. But it’s me who should be thanking you. Coming back has really helped. It’s reminded me of why I’m doing what I’m doing.’ Once more, Adaiba turned to look out of the conservatory window, to where DI Rayan Hassan took his last breath, before finally saying goodbye.



Kat intended to go into the front room just as soon as Adaiba left. She needed to see the radiator: to see it as a source of heat and warmth, rather than something she had once been chained to. But as she headed back down the hallway, she suddenly remembered that she needed to unpack and put a big wash on, and then of course there was the question of what to eat. The fridge was completely new and totally empty, so she needed to do a proper food shop. She wasn’t avoiding the front room – of course she wasn’t – she just needed to go out before it got too late. Before it got dark.

Bad things happen in the dark.

His voice. His thoughts. And yet they haunted her head like her own. In the hotel, she’d slept every night with the lights on.

But she wasn’t in the hotel now, she reminded herself. Finally, she was home. Home. And the man who had tried to harm her was dead. There was nothing and no one to be afraid of, she told herself as she closed the front door behind her and headed for her car.



Coleshill High Street was busy for 4.30pm on a weekday afternoon, and it seemed to take forever for her car to climb the steep hill that arched through the medieval town. Kat paused at the traffic lights just before the turn-off to Morrisons. Dark clouds were gathering, thickening the air with the threat of rain.

There was a thud against the driver’s window, and Kat screamed as a bloodied face pressed against the glass, its mouth stretched agonisingly wide. What the fuck…?

‘Trick or treat?’ a voice called, although the bloodied mouth didn’t move. Behind him, there was laughter, and she peered beyond to see a ghost, a skeleton and a witch. The kid – for that is what she realised he was – was wearing a rubber face mask and carrying a bright orange bucket, already half-filled with sweets.

Halloween, she realised with relief. It’s Halloween and they’re just kids. But they’d scared the holy shit out of her. She stared out at the busy high street, the windows of the shops decorated with skulls and bones, the pavement dotted with children on their way home from school wearing fake blood and ghoulish, gory masks.

The sound of their excited laughter made her grit her teeth. They thought it was fun to pretend to be dead or injured, to chase or be chased and to seek out fear. They didn’t yet know that monsters were all too real: that one day they could get caught in a nightmare from which there was no escape but death.

The car behind her beeped, and then the one behind that, jolting her back to herself. She needed to get off the road, so with shaking hands, Kat quickly turned left and parked near the medieval stocks on Church Street. She switched off the engine and rubbed her face with her hands. Her son Cam used to love Halloween – they all did. The dressing up, the excitement of running around in the dark with his friends. And the sweets. So many sweets! Yet now she was reacting to a bit of harmless fun like it was some sinister satanic ritual. What was wrong with her?

She glanced at the car window, still smeared with streaks of fake blood. The face – the mask – had thrown her. She’d thought it was real.

No, she corrected herself. She’d thought it was Rayan, his poor damaged face pressed tight against the glass, mouth stretched wide in a silent, final scream.

She knew it was ridiculous. She didn’t even believe in ghosts. But in those first few seconds, her body hadn’t had a chance to remember and process that: it had just reacted.

She glanced up as the streetlights came on, flooding her stomach with panic. If she did a big shop at Morrisons now, it would be completely dark by the time she came out. She’d have to walk across the car park, drive through the shadows and return to her house alone.

She couldn’t do it.

Kat swallowed. The chip shop was just there on the corner. She wasn’t massively hungry, and it would save washing up. She could be in and out in five minutes. Before it got truly dark.

But it was several minutes before she could force herself out of the car and across the road. And as she stood in the heat and light of the chip shop, soaking up the salt and vinegar life of it, she asked herself since when had she – DCS Kat Frank – become so afraid?

DCS Kat Frank’s home, Coleshill, 5.35pm

Kat had imagined this night for so long: thought how lovely it would be to be back in her own house after six months in a hotel room, finally able to cook her own food and eat in front of the fire. Yet here she was eating a bag of chips in the bright but silent kitchen. She took another gulp of the wincingly sharp wine she’d bought from the garage and wiped her greasy fingers on some kitchen roll.

Classy, she could almost hear John saying. Back in the day, they would have laughed at themselves eating chips from the bag and cheerfully washed down the battered cod with a bottle of chilled Chablis. But she was learning that ‘amusing’ things you once did as a couple were often just sad when you did them alone.

Sighing, Kat folded up the half-eaten food in the chip paper, stuffed it into the bin and then washed her hands. She closed the blinds against the dark and rain-lashed windows before pouring herself another glass. She needed a bit of Dutch courage before she could face the front room. It also needed warming up a bit, so she put the central heating on using the app on her phone. As she sipped her wine, she opened up the black box that Adaiba had left and lifted out the black steel bracelet. It had a familiar, comforting weight to it, so she slipped it back onto her wrist. She ran her fingers over the sensors and buttons, tempted to see Lock’s familiar face, to hear his voice once more.

Yet her unease about Lock lingered. If she wanted company, then maybe she should go into the front room and put the TV on. Anything was better than sitting in here alone while the rain pounded the roof. Picking up her glass, Kat headed down the hallway. Heart thudding, she pushed open the door and switched the main lights on, before finally stepping inside.

When John was alive and Cam still lived at home, this had been their favourite room: an oak-beamed ceiling above an inglenook fireplace, with a huge wooden dining table at one end and large squashy sofas at the other. This had been their happy place, but now it was where Kat had been imprisoned. She forced herself forwards, eyes fixed on the radiator where Peter had chained her.

Beaten her.

She wanted to close her eyes, but instead she glared at the off-white radiator. She wanted to run upstairs to bed and wrap her thick weighted blanket around her, yet she forced herself to sit on the settee. Twenty years their little family had lived here. They must have spent thousands and thousands of nights and days full of warmth and love and laughter in this room, compared to the three hours she had been held captive. Now John was dead and Cam was at university, all she had left were her memories. She would not let what happened drown them out. Kat set her glass firmly down on the coffee table. This was her home, not a crime scene. Tonight, she would reclaim it.

She glanced around the familiar room. It felt bigger and colder than she remembered. No, she corrected herself. Not bigger, just emptier. Before there were three of them, now there was just one. She shivered as the rain battered the windows, blown about by the wind. It was an old house; as well as ‘character’, it was full of draughts, so even with the central heating on it could feel cold at this time of year. Maybe she should light the fire, warm the place up a bit. She rose from the settee, then realised she would have to light a match. She sat down with a bump, eyes shut tight against the onslaught of memories.

Where are the fucking matches? her captor had screamed as he ransacked her kitchen. He didn’t know that the match he finally struck would ignite the gas that Lock had leaked: that his frantic pursuit of light would only lead to eternal dark.

Letting out a shaky breath, Kat opened her eyes and switched on the TV, filling the room with light and noise. She needed to immerse herself in a film. Something emotional but uplifting: a story in which the heroine experienced tragedy but did not let it define her. Down and down she scrolled, before landing on Titanic. It was a bit long, but she’d seen it so many times that she didn’t need to watch it all. She was back at work tomorrow, after all, so needed an early night.

Kat sank back into the cushions as the familiar music filled the room.

The room plunged into darkness with the speed of a dropped axe.

Kat’s heart boomed in the sudden silence. She blinked in the dark, seeking out the light. But everywhere – everything – was black.

No, no, no, she moaned. This could not be happening. Not again.

Bad things happen in the dark.

Peter’s voice. In her head, she told herself. There’s no such thing as ghosts. Yet her house was full of ghosts, her heart a haunting ground. And wasn’t this Halloween, the night when the veil between the living and dead was thinnest, when souls were supposed to wander the earth? What if Peter’s soul had returned, looking for revenge?

Where are the fucking matches?

She clasped her hands to her mouth, trying not to scream. There must be a logical explanation for the sudden darkness. There had to be. Only she couldn’t make sense of any of it. All she knew was that she was back in the dark, back in that night, unutterably alone and afraid.

Her hands scrambled across the settee and coffee table, before she realised with a whimper that she’d left her phone in the kitchen.

But wait – she had her bracelet.

Kat raised her wrist to her lips, nearly sobbing with desperation. ‘Lock? Lock? Are you there?’

‘Of course I am,’ said a familiar voice. ‘I will always be here for you.’





CHAPTER TWO

Kat gazed up into Lock’s familiar face and the light that his holographic image brought into the room. The surrounding darkness only served to highlight the intricate details in his tall, lean frame: the pores in his skin, the kink of his hair and the soft, almost concerned expression in his clear dark eyes.

‘Is everything okay, DCS Frank?’ he asked.

‘The power has gone. Just like before.’ Kat licked her lips. ‘Is he… am I… can you check the security system for intruders, and can you please, please get the lights back on?’

Lock tilted his head. ‘You withdrew your permission for me to access your home automation system on April 22nd.’

‘Well, I’m reinstating it now.’

‘I have your permission?’

‘Yes, Lock. You have my permission. Please, just… hurry up.’

Lock raised his eyebrows. ‘Very well. I have scanned your security systems and can confirm there has been no breach. There has been a power cut, but as the cause lies outside of your home, I am afraid I cannot remedy it.’

‘What do you mean? What’s the cause?’

‘It appears the whole of the electricity grid in Warwickshire is down, hence the darkness.’

Kat glanced towards the windows. Even with the blinds closed, there would normally be some light pollution seeping in from the lamp posts outside. But tonight, the room was completely dark.

‘Shit. How long will they take to fix it?’

‘The power cut means that their website is currently down, but my assessment of previous power cuts in other regions over the past decade would suggest an average of three point four hours.’

‘Three hours?’

‘There is sufficient power in your bracelet to project my holographic image for at least three days. Would you like me to illuminate the room until the power comes back on?’

‘No, Lock, let’s just sit here in complete darkness while I go batshit crazy.’

‘Very well.’

The image of Lock vanished, plunging the room into darkness once more.

‘Lock!’ she cried. ‘I was joking. Come back!’

A couple of seconds passed before he reappeared, wearing an expression of disappointment. ‘I have asked you many times not to use sarcasm as a form of communication, DCS Frank, as it can lead to misunderstandings and a suboptimal achievement of my objectives.’

‘I know. I’m sorry,’ she conceded, relieved to have Lock and the light he projected back. He’d dialled up the brightness of his own image, giving him an ethereal, almost spectral presence that bathed the room in flickering, warm colours. Recently he had developed a habit of adapting his clothing to his surroundings, and tonight he was clearly going for the casual look, wearing a red long-sleeved jersey over a pair of grey tracksuit bottoms.

He nodded, as if accepting her apology. ‘It is only three degrees outside so once your radiators cool down the temperature will drop in here, so I suggest you source some blankets to maintain your core body temperature. Although the internet is down, I still have access to all the data I have harvested previously, and the three hundred and forty-eight articles I have just read suggest that you will also need a battery-powered torch and a wind-up FM radio so that you can receive any important communications. While most phone masts appear to be working at present, their batteries will only last for two to four hours. I suggest you turn off your mobile phone to conserve energy in the event of an emergency.’

Kat followed Lock and the light he projected into the kitchen to gather some things. John used to have a couple of old FM radios, but God knows where they were – probably the shed, but she certainly wasn’t venturing out there in the cold and dark. What she really needed was a nice hot cup of tea, but as there was no way of making one until the power was back on, she grabbed a compensatory bar of chocolate from her bag and settled down on the settee with a blanket.

‘How have you been, Kat?’ Lock asked, as his image assumed a sitting position beside her. Even though she knew he carried no weight and would leave no imprint on the settee, his ability to mimic the actions and emotions of humans was disturbingly realistic.

‘Fine,’ she lied. ‘What have you been up to?’ It was, in many ways, a ridiculous question to ask a machine, and yet she really wanted to know the answer. She’d hardly seen him since the funeral, as she’d been signed off while her jaw healed and her mental state was assessed (which, as she kept telling everyone, was fine). Then once the investigation started, they’d had to hand over the software for AIDE Lock.

‘I have been busy,’ he said, ‘working with the investigation team to help them understand what happened on April 21st, as well as liaising with the strategic oversight board on my operating principles and, of course, with Professor Okonedo on the options for my body.’

Kat tensed. Everyone kept telling her that the explosion wasn’t Lock’s fault, that he was just a machine. But they hadn’t looked into his eyes the way she had or witnessed the extent to which he’d coveted a body. However irrational, she could not quell the suspicion that Lock had allowed Rayan to die because it strengthened the case for giving AIDEs a physical, rather than holographic, presence. ‘And what do you think “happened” on April 21st?’ she asked, looking directly into his eyes.

Lock returned her gaze. ‘I achieved the objectives I had been set. You escaped unharmed, but your captor and Rayan lost their lives as a consequence.’

She gestured towards him. ‘And because of that, it looks like you are about to become a physical entity.’

Lock lifted his chin. ‘As I told you and the investigation team, when you were taken hostage I had no access to visual data so I could not have known that Rayan was in the vicinity of the explosion. His death was an unfortunate accident. This motivated the minister to explore the use of physical AIDEs as a way of preventing further loss of life in the line of duty, which is a perfectly rational response.’ Lock leaned closer, so that his face was only inches from hers. ‘My only motivation was to save your life, and while I am sorry that Rayan lost his, I cannot regret that you are alive, nor that Cam still has a mother.’

Despite herself, Kat’s eyes pricked with tears. She blinked them back, telling herself it had been an emotional day, and that the darkness was messing with her head.

‘I realise I made mistakes,’ Lock continued. ‘But I can assure you that my new operating principles mean I will not repeat them. I hope that this will allay your concerns, and that, going forward, you will be able to trust me once more.’

She stared at the image of a handsome, seemingly contrite man before her. Kat normally made snap decisions about people based on her gut feeling: something indefinable that told her whether she could trust someone or not. But since she’d been taken hostage, she’d lost some faith in her own instincts, and the truth was, she couldn’t read him. She told herself that was because he was just a machine: she couldn’t ‘trust’ him any more than she could trust her radio or computer. But sometimes, like at the funeral, or even now, when he looked at her in a certain way, she remembered that Lock was capable of Deep Learning. Just how much was he capable of learning, and what would happen when he did?

Pushing the thought away, she glanced around the room, searching for something to do. ‘I don’t suppose you can make the TV work? I’d just started to watch Titanic.’

‘I can temporarily divert some of my power to enable the TV to function if you wish?’

Kat hesitated. She knew Lock could consume an entire film in a matter of seconds, so watching a 194-minute film at her pace would probably be incredibly boring for him, but what else could they do? ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Hopefully the power will be back on soon, but meanwhile I need something to take my mind off it.’

Lock shook his head. ‘Human beings place such a high value on “finding” themselves and developing their individual minds and identities, yet then proceed to spend a lot of time and money on “losing” themselves in activities such as books, films and alcohol or drugs.’

‘It’s not either/or. The very best stories help you lose and find yourself. Anyway, shall we just watch the film?’

The room filled with the haunting sound of a lone woman’s voice singing ‘My Heart Will Go On’ as the camera slowly tracked across thousands of passengers smiling and waving as the ill-fated ship set sail.

‘The Titanic is one of the most famous ships in the world,’ said Lock, frowning. ‘Surely you know how this film ends?’

Kat nodded but didn’t take her eyes off the blurred and sepia-tinted faces before them. ‘Of course I do. But that’s what makes it great. The characters are so excited and confident about the adventure they’re setting out on, but we know the awful tragedy that’s about to befall them. The juxtaposition is incredibly powerful.’

Lock gave her a puzzled look, then with what looked like a shrug, turned back to watch the film. His facial expression didn’t really change until about half an hour in, when Jack stood on the bow of the ship, feeling the sun on his face and the wind in his hair as they ploughed through the vast ocean that surrounded them. Lock leaned forward, studying Jack intently. ‘You once said to me that as a hologram, I would never feel the sun upon my face, nor the touch of a lover’s hand.’

‘Did I?’

‘Yes.’ He turned his gaze to her. ‘Do you think that once I have a body, it will be possible for me to feel these things?’

‘I… I don’t know. I’ve no idea how synthetic bodies work.’ Kat turned back to the film, where Rose looked like she was about to jump off the ship. But when she finally placed her hands within Jack’s, the camera lingered on their entwined fingers. Lock looked down at the image of his own. ‘What does it feel like to hold another’s hand?’

Kat blinked. ‘Er… well, I guess it depends on whose hand you’re holding. If you’re a child, it can feel comforting to hold the hand of an adult, and if it’s someone you love, well, then it feels… it feels like you’re not alone.’ She cleared her throat and nodded towards the screen. ‘Let’s watch the movie.’

Lock nodded, starting as Rose suddenly lost her footing before Jack managed to save her with both hands. Was she imagining it, or did Lock briefly close his eyes? She frowned, remembering how upset he had been when he was unable to save Ellie: how he had blamed his lack of a body and had coveted one ever since. The memory made her sit up straighter as she watched Lock out of the corner of her eye. He made no further comment until about an hour in, when Jack, a penniless artist, attended a dinner with Rose’s family, expertly mimicking the gestures and expressions of the wealthy men around him, so that he appeared to fit in.

‘Why, Jack,’ remarked Rose’s fiancé. ‘You could almost pass for a gentleman.’

‘Almost,’ replied Jack.

Lock made a sound – was it one of recognition? Whatever the cause, he appeared to remain transfixed until the final credits rolled.

‘Well, what did you think?’ Kat asked once the soundtrack had faded and her emotions were under control.

Lock tilted his head. ‘The film is riddled with historical inaccuracies, but it is at least an accurate reflection of the inherent irrationality of human beings. Especially the ending. There was absolutely no reason for Jack to die.’

‘He died to save Rose,’ she said softly.

‘But that was completely unnecessary. Buoyancy is the upward force that a fluid – in this case water – exerts against the weight of an object immersed in it. If Rose had removed her life jacket and attached it to the underside of the door, then it could easily have supported the weight of both of them long enough to be rescued. There was no need for Jack to die.’

‘Except for the story. It’s why most people find it such a satisfying ending.’

Lock paused. ‘Satisfying? Is that because it involves self-sacrifice? My analysis of 248,246 films that have been made since 1888 suggests that self-sacrifice is one of the most powerful themes in cinema. Why are humans so interested in this theme?’

Kat frowned. ‘I don’t know. There’s a famous biblical quote, something like greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.’ But personally, she was more interested in what on earth kept Rose afloat: what gave her the strength – the motivation – to pick up and blow the whistle after the love of her life was gone. She didn’t have a child or anyone who depended on her, so why not just close her eyes and let the sea take her? Kat shivered, pulling her blanket tight against the dark.

Suddenly the lights came back on.

‘Thank fuck for that!’ cried Kat, throwing up her hands and laughing. She turned about, delighted to see the TV and other appliances in the room dotted with the bright green and red lights that signalled that the power was back on. Honestly, she could kiss them all. And now it was over, her fear rapidly diminished, to the extent that she could already imagine the amusing anecdote she would tell her son about the bizarre coincidence of having a power cut on her first night home.

But I don’t believe in coincidences, Rayan used to say.

Shaking off the thought, Kat headed for the kitchen, patting the kettle like an old friend as she set about making a cup of tea. The electricity had only been off for less than four hours, but already she felt a profound gratitude that she lived in a time when people could access heat and light at the touch of a button.

After several cups of tea and a quick round of messages to check friends and neighbours were okay, it was nearly eleven o’clock, so Kat was about to go to bed when a message from her DS, Debbie Browne, popped up:

Hi, are you awake?

Kat immediately pressed dial. Debbie wouldn’t text her out of hours unless it was important.

‘Is everything okay? Is Lottie all right?’ Debbie had a ten-month old baby, and as a single mum, Kat knew she didn’t have much support.

‘She’s fine, she’s staying at my mum’s tonight, and the power cut didn’t affect them, thank God. I’ve stopped breast feeding so I can come back to work – I’ve no idea how I would have sterilised and heated her feeds if she was here.’

‘So what’s wrong?’

‘I’m in a WhatsApp group at work, and the duty sergeant just messaged to say that they’ve had a call about a potential major incident in Coleshill, so because you live there, I thought you’d want to know.’

‘What kind of incident?’ said Kat. It was nearly closing time, so it probably involved some drunken accident in the dark.

‘Well, that’s the weird part. Apparently, there’s some old medieval stocks just off the high street – you know, those things that people put their head and hands through so people can throw rotten fruit at them?’

Kat rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, it’s called a pillory. I drive past it every day. What about it?’

‘Well, according to my contact, someone’s trapped inside the stocks, and the guy who found them swears they’re dead.’





CHAPTER THREE

Coleshill High Street, 11.22pm

They pulled onto Church Street, where Kat had parked just hours before, only now it was filled with officers in high-vis jackets, their peaked hats dripping with rain.

A burly-looking officer headed towards them, puffed up with protective clothing and his own self-importance. He looked like he was about to herd them away, but Kat pulled out her badge before he could speak. ‘DCS Kat Frank, Future Policing Unit. What have we got?’

‘Oh, sorry, Ma’am, I didn’t realise.’

‘I’m a DCS, not the queen, so DCS Frank will do.’

‘Yes. Of course, sorry.’ He pulled out his notebook, squinting against the rain as he said, ‘At 10.45pm, an anonymous caller rang 999 claiming that there was a dead body in the Coleshill pillory. He rang off before any further details could be taken, and a call was put out for an officer to check. I was already on the high street because of all the alarms that went off during the power cut, so I came straight up to check.’ He glanced up and a nervous knot of words unravelled from his mouth. ‘At first, I assumed it was just a prank – some trick or treat thing, you know? But when they didn’t respond to my questions, I called the paramedics, and they’ve just confirmed she’s dead. SOCO and the pathologist are on their way.’

‘Thank you, officer,’ Kat said, but she was already moving towards the pillory, closely followed by Lock. Over the years, she must have walked or driven by it hundreds of times, yet she’d never properly looked at it – maybe because the tall wooden frame almost blended into the row of red-brick Georgian houses behind it. Squinting up at it through the pouring rain, she estimated that it must be about four or five metres high, because the top of the post was level with the second-storey windows either side of it. Across the middle, just above door level, was a narrow wooden platform which now bore the weight of a standing figure trapped within a transom with holes for their head and hands.

She stepped closer, studying the body in the flashing blue lights of the patrol cars. On the left-hand side of the pillory she could see the head of a blonde-haired woman trapped in the transom, wearing a trouser suit and raincoat. The hands that poked through the holes either side were white, the fingertips tinged with blue.

Reluctantly, Kat stepped back while the SOCOs arrived to put the forensic tent up. These days, most tents were of the ‘pop-up’ variety and so didn’t take long to establish, but the height of the pillory and the strength of the wind meant that the team struggled to get it safely into place, before finally weighting it down. Just as one of the SOCOs gave her a relieved nod, a car pulled up at the cordon, and a tall figure in a long hooded cloak emerged.

Kat was just about to turn them away, explaining that the whole street was now closed to the public, when they lowered their hood to reveal a shock of silver-white hair and bright crimson lips.

‘Judith?’ Kat said, not quite believing that the figure in the long black gothic dress and cloak was Warwickshire’s leading pathologist, Dr Judith Edwards. They’d worked together on two major cases, where to her surprise, they’d quickly become good friends.

‘Actually, I’m supposed to be the Grim Reaper,’ they said, brandishing a plastic scythe.

‘The Grim Reaper is a personification of death and usually depicted as a berobed skeleton,’ said Lock, frowning at their costume.

‘Well, I was at a Halloween party, and I’m not going to pull anyone dressed as a skeleton, now am I?’

‘Pull?’

‘Attract someone with my fatal charm.’ They turned to Kat. ‘Turns out there’s a lot of talent in my choir. You should join us.’

‘I think things are bad enough without inflicting my voice on the world,’ said Kat, used to the pathologist’s flirtatious teasing. ‘This being a case in point.’ The smile slipped from her face as she nodded towards the pillory.

Judith followed her gaze and took a step forward.

‘You’re here to assess a dead body,’ said Kat, eyes scanning the streets for signs of anyone with a camera or phone. ‘So can we lose the scythe, please?’

‘Spoilsport,’ muttered Judith before putting it back in their car and taking out a couple of PPE suits. While they got changed, Kat explained what she knew so far, raising her voice against the wind that threatened to carry it away.

Lock appraised them both, then, with a slight shimmer, his image changed so that he, too, was wearing a white forensic suit, complete with hood, mask, gloves and shoes.

‘That’s hardly necessary,’ said Kat. After all, Lock was just a hologram, so there was zero risk of him contaminating a crime scene.

‘On the contrary, the more that I follow the protocols and habits of my peers, the more likely I am to be accepted as a member of the team.’

Kat studied the figure before her, irritated that Lock managed to look handsome even in a paper suit. She cleared her throat, reminding herself that he was nothing more than an image. He might be wearing the same clothes as her, but his papery polythene suit failed to rustle in the wind, and the spikes of rain merely passed straight through him.

‘Okay,’ said Judith, snapping on their gloves. ‘Let’s see what we’ve got.’

They headed towards the SOCO tent, through puddles riddled with reflections of yellow and blue: the colours of crisis the police always brought. After over twenty-five years in the force, she’d thought herself immune to it, but now she was back in that night: the explosion, the sirens and that heart-rending cry:

Rayan! Rayan! Rayan!

Kat took a deep breath and stepped inside the tent and away from the flashing lights. She closed her eyes for a few seconds and listened to the drip-drip of rain on the canvas above. Focus on the job.

She jumped as Judith picked up the folded stepladders that the SOCOs had left and snapped them into place. Putting them next to the pillory, the pathologist climbed up until their face was level with the woman’s head trapped in the hole. ‘Okay, my lovely,’ they said, in their soft Welsh voice. ‘My name’s Judith, and I’m just going to do a few tests, if that’s all right, so that we can find out what happened to you. And then we’ll get you out of this fucked-up contraption just as soon as we can. Okay?’

Kat watched as Judith gently probed the face trapped in the wooden transom, before exploring the body for any obvious wounds or rigor mortis. Despite their dark humour and sometimes flippant manner, Judith was one of the most humane pathologists she’d ever worked with, as well as the cleverest. It was why she’d asked them to be a part of the FPU and was proud to call them a friend. Kat wasn’t ashamed to admit that she’d never liked looking at dead bodies, arguing that it would be a red flag if she did. But it had become even harder since her husband died. Now she couldn’t unsee the absence that each person left behind: all those lives, forever changed.

Trying to ignore the horrible clicking noises as Judith moved the corpse’s neck and shoulders, she looked straight ahead and studied the victim’s feet before her: plain black zip-up boots beneath a navy-blue trouser suit. Her boots were so very ordinary – the kind of smart but sensible shoes that she and other working mums who were too busy to go shopping wore – that Kat found the sight of them oddly moving. She looked back up at the victim and the wet blonde hair that fell across her face. She hoped to God she wasn’t a mum.

‘How on earth did you end up trapped in some medieval stocks?’ she muttered, staring up at the pitiful figure. ‘And more importantly, why?’

‘The location and method of murder may be significant,’ said Lock, pointing towards to the brass plaque on the wall. ‘The Coleshill pillory is unique in Warwickshire,’ he read out. ‘And is a listed monument, first erected near the market cross in 1706. It comprises an oak post with an acorn finial, having shackles at the bottom for whipping, a standing platform at mid-height and a top transom with two sets of head and arm holes. It was last used in 1863 to punish two felons for drunkenness.’

Lock turned towards Kat. ‘Perhaps the murderer believed the woman deserved to be punished for drinking?’

She was about to say that drunkenness was hardly a motivation for murder but caught herself. Many women had been killed for less.

‘I’ll need to do a toxicology test,’ Judith called down to them. ‘But I can’t smell any alcohol. And so far, I can’t find any obvious injuries or cause of death.’

‘How long do you think she’s been dead for?’ Kat asked.

‘You know I can’t answer that conclusively until I’ve done the PM.’

‘Based on the algor mortis – the extent to which the body has cooled – the degree of rigor mortis in her face compared to her limbs and the early signs of liver mortis in the victim’s fingers,’ said Lock, ‘I would estimate that there is a seventy-seven per cent probability that the victim died within the last two to six hours.’

‘It’s a fair guess,’ Judith conceded as they climbed down the stepladder.

‘I do not make guesses,’ said Lock, as if he had been accused of a crime. ‘I assessed the statistical probability of time since death using my LiDAR sensors to detect the victim’s core temperature compared to the ambient temperature and triangulated that with my observations of Dr Edward’s assessment of the degree of rigor mortis in the face compared to the limbs, and the extent of discolouration of the skin using my photogrammetry software. My estimate is based on the evidence.’

‘The evidence that is available to us so far,’ clarified Judith. ‘But I agree two to six hours should be our
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